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Wimpole-street, Jan. 1860.
ON THE CURABILITY OF CANCER.
BY JAMES ARNOTT, M.D.
THAT a " vis medicatrix nature" operates in all diseases to which the body is subject, and that this may be generally sufiicient to remove them, are, I believe, universally admitted propositions. There is a great difference, however, between diseases in respect to the certainty or facility with which nature alone accomplishes a cure. A catarrh, or boil, may, if not very severe, be confided to her powers exclusively; but very rarely will these be found adequate in consumption or .cancer.
The question which we have to consider is, have any means been discovered of supplanting, or aiding, the efforts of nature in the cure of cancer; or is it likely that any such means will be discovered ? I shall speak first of internal remedies, or such as may be supposed capable of influencing the constitution of the patient.
Hemlock, arsenic, iodine, mercury, andJother potent medi. cines, have at various times, and by various respectable practitioners, been declared to be effectual remedies of cancer, and many narratives of cases have been published in proof of these assertions. I do not say that cancer may not have been cured by some, if not all, of these methods, whether regarded as adjuvants of nature merely, or as agents independent of her efforts. Judging from the properties of some of these substances, there is nothing very improbable in the assertion. They strongly influence the constitution, and this powerful action may, perhaps, supersede the morbid action constituting cancer, on the prin-.ciple laid down by Hunter,-that no two powerful morbid actions can coexist in the same body. Other plausible theories Imay be brought in favour of this opinion. Many years ago when I had the opportunity of witnessing the extraordinary .curative effects of large doses of mercury administered in the diseases of India, I was led to the conclusion (which I have expressed in a work on the use of mercury in these diseases), that ,8 a rule every acute inflammatory disease can be arrested by mercurial salivation, if effected before any disorganization has ,occurred.; and, generally speaking, when employed in time, -and due discrimination is made, the hazard of the remedy itself js much overbalanced by its curative advantage. But if mer--cury were given as profusely in those chronic diseases which are generally reckoned incurable, much mischief would be the result. A few cures, perhaps, might be effected, but many patients would be quickly cut off by this potent agent, who might otherwise have a prolonged and comfortable existence, and who might even be cured by the efforts of nature. Such a practice mnst, therefore, be pronounced rash and unjustifiable. The exposure of a patient to the infection of small-pox might -cure him of some other obstinate disease with which he was aniicted, (and we have lately had an interesting illustration of this recorded by Dr. Adams,) but who would dream of making a practice of using so dangerous an expedient ?
We are told in Lady Holland's Memoir of the Rev. Sydney Smith, that he was at one period in his life a dabbler in physic amongst his parishioners; and, perhaps, from there being no regular medical advice easily accessible in the remote district where he then lived, such dabbling may not only have been pardonable, but commendable. Like the medical gardener mentioned by Sir Walter Scott, his " simples" were probably " calamy" and " laudamy," but an unexpected salivation produced by the first of these so alarmed him as to put a stop to his medical career. The reverend gentleman, whose medical exploits have been lately engaging public attention, is made of sterner stuff; he has no such fear of mischief, and he thoroughly understands the advantage that may be obtained by the publication of one apparently successful case from the administration of this hazardous remedy. That mercury may, perhaps, be useful in certain cases of cancer might be admitted, but there is no sufficient proof that the patient whose case has been reported as an instance of cure from its use laboured under this disease, for neither the history of the case, nor the symptoms, were those of cancer.
Remedies applied locally in cancer are generally supposed to be only palliative. The knife and caustic remove cancerous disease only for a time. The principal objection to the knife is the danger of the operation itself proving fatal, for Mr. Paget and other writers have shown that ten per cent. of those operated upon die from it; and the principal objection to caustic is the dreadful and prostrating suffering caused by it. There is no mode as yet known of removing the first of these objections : we have no preventive of pysemia., of erysipelas, or of sudden death from chloroform. But it is not so as regards the second expedient: we can prevent the pain from caustic by intense or benumbing cold. Granting, for the sake of argument, that cancer is, on all occasions, and in every stage of the disease, a constitutional affection, still as it always, or almost always, proves fatal by the irritation and exhaustion pro4 duced by its local effects, if these can be prevented by a safe and painless mode of removal, what must be deemed a close approximation to cure will be accomplished. But this is not the only use of intense cold in cancer. Whether it operates by destroying the vitality of the cancer-cell, by obviating inflam. mation, or other means, it will, in many cases, either cause the disappearance of the tumour, or reduce it to a torpid or apparently lifeless condition, like a bullet in the flesh; and, while this is being accomplished, it relieves the dreadful pain which so often accompanies the disease. It is much to be re.. gretted that an agent possessing these properties should have suffered in reputation from the unskilful manner in which it has been too often employed. In cases of open or ulcerated cancer, when the sore cannot be healed, and where it might almost be supposed to act as a safety-valve, or means of eliminating the poison from the blood, we have, in a judicious use of congelation, a powerful repressant of the irritation that would otherwise torture the patient, and rapidly bring his life to a close.
As instances of an imperfect mode of using cold in cancer, I will (paradoxical as it may appear) adduce two published re ports of cures said to be effected by it. In these two cases, itmight, indeed, have proved effectual; but it certainly would not do so in the vast majority of cases if employed in the same manner, and differing so much from that which I have recommended. The first may be found, reported by Mr. Simon, in one of the early volumes of the " Transactions of the Patho. logical Society;" but as the disease recurred after a year, in another part of the body, (a circumstance, however, proving that it was really cancerous,) the case is not very satisfactory. The second was published in the Bulletin de Th&eacute;rapeutique of Paris for the 15th of April last. A large tumour, pronounced to be cancerous by Velpeau, Manec, and other surgeons, was completely removed by about twenty applications of a frigorific mixture applied in such a manner as rarely to produce congelation. If it was the cold that operated beneficially on these two occasions, a different explanation of its modus opeMCMfK must be given from that suggested in the above observations. It was in the person of a female, aged eighteen, and accompanied by prolapsus uteri. To cover the bladder, Mr.
Ayres took a flap from the upper part of the skin of the abdo. men, the base of the flap being immediately above the bladder; this flap he turned down. To obtain a pouch or reservoir for the urine, Mr. Ayres covered the external or bleeding place by a hypogastric flap, with its base below. He adopted remarkable precautions to prevent gangrene, and his success was perfect.
A photograph accompanying his brochure gives an excellent view of the deformity.
